Since the official ending of the ''great recession'' in June 2009, policymakers, analysts, and pundits alike have gone through a monthly ritual of anxiously awaiting the release of official government estimates of economic activity and employment. In poring over such data, these observers have sought some signal that a sustained improvement in our economic prospects is in the offing. However, recent data releases have provided few signs of life. Instead, these data depict an economy that has exhibited fits and starts, much like a worn-out engine gasping for an injection of new fuel and a change of spark plugs. As of this September writing, the report of zero net job growth in August and the finding that one in six Americans now lives below the federal poverty line have left the impression that we are indeed running on empty, awaiting some visionary public policy intervention to jump start our national economy back to life.
The characterization of our economy as ''running on empty'' applies not only to the national level. It also reflects the desperate circumstances of states and municipalities and, at a more micro level, the problems of families who are living on the edge, waiting for relief from the drastic turn in their economic status brought on by events largely beyond their control. Perhaps most discouraging is the sustained ideological standoff of our body politic that has replaced facts and serious debate with sound bites and innuendo, and has rejected compromise. In speaking of the challenge of deficit reduction and of our economic malaise, Friedman (2011) has observed that the only surplus in ready abundance is that of political venom.
In this commentary, I drill down from our concern with our national economy and take a more ''micro'' perspective. I focus on the difficulties states and municipalities are experiencing, the implications for accessing health care and education by our most vulnerable citizens, and the prospects facing our seemingly abandoned middle class, and I consider the challenge in making real progress in the near term on these compelling concerns.
States in the Lurch
While there is considerable disagreement as to when, how, and to what degree we should address the national fiscal problems that have been exacerbated by our recent economic meltdown, there is by contrast a striking consensus regarding the fiscal dilemma faced by state governments. Constrained by constitutional amendments requiring balanced budgets, states have experienced shortfalls in revenue that severely compromise their ability to provide essential public services to their citizens. Although state revenues from major sources have increased since the first quarter of 2010, after a period of quarterly declines that began at the end of 2008, revenue was still 7.8% lower in the second quarter of 2011 than three years earlier (Dadayan 2011) . With any kind of tax increases anathema to many politicians, and with the initial federal stimulus spending directed to states now complete, states are in the difficult position of waiting for a revival in economic activity to provide adequate revenues. As states confront this revenue need, reports suggest that they are considering some unconventional alternatives. For example, several states are thinking of legalizing internet gambling and taxing it as a quick fix for their fiscal woes, even though the federal Department of Justice has sought to limit such gambling activity (Richtel 2011) .
In the meantime, many state governments are being forced to propose draconian tradeoffs that, at best, will preserve minimal levels of public services. One consequence of state retrenchment in spending has been the layoffs of 500,000 public service workers beginning in January 2009, further exacerbating the dismal national employment picture. As regards specific implications for public welfare, actual and proposed state budget cuts have targeted Medicaid enrollment, unemployment assistance, state and local police and fire protection, public facilities such as libraries and recreational facilities, and spending for education, among others. The cuts to state support for Medicaid and unemployment compensation are especially pernicious since these respective safety-net and social insurance protections are designed to cushion the blow in times of economic downturns. For example, the increase of nearly three million people in Medicaid enrollment during the first year of the great recession played a critical role in reducing the upward pressure on the uninsured rate by offsetting nearly half the loss in employersponsored coverage for 6.9 million Americans (Holahan and Garrett 2009) . Moreover, evidence from a recent randomized experiment in Oregon (Finkelstein et al. 2011 ) and from past observational data using quasiexperimental techniques have found that enrollment in Medicaid does, in fact, have a positive impact on health for targeted lowincome groups. Thus it would appear that such spending cuts, while driven by these severe fiscal imperatives, are particularly short-sighted.
Most recently, states' problems in supporting Medicaid and other public services have been made even more difficult by the end of additional federal matching support for Medicaid in July and, as Starr (2011) notes, by the conclusion of federal stimulus aid to the states. Starr observes that fiscal pressures faced by states and the attendant spending cuts during economic downturns are at crosspurposes with efforts to stimulate the national economy. He and others have suggested that Congress implement a permanent ''trigger'' that would automatically enhance federal support for Medicaid during such economic downturns rather than provide states with temporary emergency assistance.
Equally significant are the difficulties states face in supporting public education. State fiscal crises have resulted in the layoffs of teaching and support staff, increases in class size, the curtailment of valuable course work, and the elimination of extra-curricular activities in primary and secondary public schools. Public higher education has also been the victim of similar funding reductions that have included tuition increases, cuts in tuition support for undergraduate students of modest means, reductions in support for students pursuing advanced degrees, and the elimination of academic departments and instruction not deemed economically viable. Such reductions in budget allocations for public higher education are, in part, a response to the rise in health care costs that has made Medicaid spending unsustainable for states.
The reduction in support for public education has had a real impact on the ability of low-income youths to pursue higher education. In an era when America's educational performance and attainment have declined relative to other developed countries, and when observers of all political persuasions have emphasized the need for human capital development so individuals can compete in complex, technologically advanced national and global economies, these reductions in educational spending seem myopic at best and tragic at worst. As I have emphasized elsewhere (Monheit 2007) , apart from preparing students for the labor market and workplace of the 21st century, increased educational attainment has a profound impact on health. Better-educated individuals are more informed about health problems, know how to recognize and deal with them, and are more likely to adhere to treatment protocols; this not only improves health status, but also potentially economizes on health care spending.
The Withering Middle Class
Estimates from a recently released Census Bureau report on income, poverty, and health insurance (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith 2011) reveal that, on average, the economic prospects of American families and their workers appear to be stuck in neutral, and in some cases in slow reverse. As the report reveals, over the last decade, inflationadjusted median household income has declined from $52,005 in 2001 to $49,445 in 2010; workers' median earnings adjusted for inflation have also remained relatively flat throughout the last decade. More dramatically, median household income has returned to a level not seen since 1996, and together with the dismal employment picture over the last 10 years has yielded what economist Lawrence F. Katz describes as the ''lost decade'' (Tavernise 2011a ). On average, working families show little prospect of getting ahead, with many having mortgaged their futures by taking on staggering consumer and housing debt. Such families appear to be fulfilling the predictions that the current generation of working adults are unlikely to exceed the economic well-being of their parents, thus dashing the long-standing promise of intergenerational economic progress, a key element of the American dream.
Data released on poverty and health insurance status also convey the tenuous circumstances faced by economically vulnerable families. According to estimates by DeNavas-Walt and colleagues (2011), the nation's poverty rate rose in 2010 to 15.1% of the population, up from 14.3% in 2009, the third consecutive increase. Particularly noteworthy is the fact that the number of people in poverty rose for the fourth year in a row, and the 46.2 million in poverty represent the highest level in the 52 years that the measure has been computed. In 2010, an estimated 37% of young families with children were living in poverty, the largest proportion ever recorded for this group and a striking contrast to the 5.7% of elderly families in poverty (Tavernise 2011b) . Finally, when considering the entire population (all ages), the number of uninsured people grew by five million over the pre-recession level, to 49.9 million individuals, while the uninsured rate increased to 16.3% compared to the prerecession rate of 14.7%.
As noted earlier, the inability of states to continue to provide adequate levels of support for Medicaid, unemployment insurance, and education is likely to impact many of these families. What has been especially disappointing is the unwillingness of some state governors to accept federal aid under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act and the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) as a way of scoring political points with conservative constituencies. At the same time, given the attention to reducing the federal budget deficit, there is little expectation of timely and substantial federal aid to support state programs to assist vulnerable families. This is indeed a bitter pill for many families to swallow, especially in light of the federal government's bailout of financial institutions during the financial crisis and the political squabbles over extending assistance for unemployment compensation, consumer loan protections, and efforts to provide mortgage relief.
Finally, as Reich (2011) notes, a viable middle class is absolutely essential for our economic recovery. Pointing out that wealth, income, and consumer purchases are now highly concentrated among those in the top income percentiles, he asserts that our economic fortunes will continue to ''run on empty'' unless policy explicitly seeks to revive the purchasing power of the middle class. For any further economic stimulus initiatives to have an effective impact, this is a challenge that cannot be ignored.
The ACA's Own Doughnut Hole: Waiting for 2014
Although early implementation of the ACA has provided some financial relief and access to coverage for financially vulnerable families (e.g., elimination of pre-existing health conditions for children and lifetime coverage limits, and expansion of dependent coverage for young adults), these families still remain at risk for health-related financial catastrophes. This is because the ACA contains its own time-related ''doughnut hole'': full implementation does not begin until 2014. At that time, the major coverage expansions will be implemented so that people without access to employer-sponsored insurance can apply for coverage through state and regional health insurance exchanges, and those with incomes too high to currently qualify for Medicaid may benefit from its expanded eligibility. Additionally, tax credits, and costsharing and premium subsidies will begin to defray the costs of enrollment and payment for health care services. Until then, the substantial number of uninsured and underinsured people remain liable for the costs of any health-related expenses that they incur, and thus at risk of financial jeopardy should these expenditures be excessive.
Observers knowledgeable about severe financial crises expect at least five years to elapse before a sustained recovery is under way. In the interregnum between 2011 and full implementation of ACA provisions that target vulnerable populations, Congress will continue to struggle with deficit reduction and the president will likely propose substantive cuts of federal safety-net programs to obtain political support for economic stimulus and other related interventions. Consequently, those without coverage and/or without adequate incomes are likely to find themselves in ''no-man's land'' of health and economic insecurity. Given the specter of a 2012 election that could alter the health reform and public safety-net landscape and the continuing struggle progressive legislators face to enact new state and federal spending initiatives, the prospects for vulnerable families remain tenuous at best.
Our Forever War?
In his riveting account of our post-9/11 conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan and his personal memoir of war reporting for the New York Times, Dexter Filkins coined the phrase ''the forever war.'' In doing so, Filkins conveyed the character of a conflict whose prospect for resolution is seemingly without end. While it may be a stretch to draw a parallel between this life and death struggle and our recent political battles over national economic and social policy, it may not be too far off the mark. What we have witnessed, beginning with the Obama administration and escalating with the 2010 mid-term elections, is an entrenched ideological stalemate and an unwillingness to seek middle ground over policy. With no end in sight, this standoff might be characterized as our ''forever war.'' The ascendancy of the extreme right wing of the Republican Party, as captured by adherents of the highly vocal and enthusiastic Tea Party, has now become its ''new normal'' (Tomasky 2011) . As a consequence, many Republican legislators are unwilling to oppose Tea Party principles and willing to make extreme pledges (e.g., not to raise taxes regardless of the circumstance) to appease right-wing zealots. In this context, compromise is viewed as a lack of political will to be met with staunch and wellfunded opposition in the next election. Thus politics has turned from the ''art of the possible'' to the ''art of the impossible.'' This is an unfortunate moment given the critical challenges we face both at home and abroad. The loyal opposition has been transformed into the ''party of no'' whose stated aim is ensuring that Obama is a oneterm president (in the words of Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell [R-KY]); this has resulted in an unwillingness to meet the president halfway on pressing economic policy initiatives. In the process, the president has lost political traction when seeking compromise, appearing weak, inconsistent, and reneging on promises to his own political base. The most recent example of this political theater was the struggle over raising the debt ceiling, a previously pro forma legislative action that had been accomplished regardless of a president's political affiliation. Beyond embarrassing the president, the debt ceiling debacle caused significant financial repercussions-our international economic partners were threatened with default on U.S. Treasury obligations, Standard & Poor's lowered our credit rating in light of the political acrimony, state governments awaited the fallout for interest rates after the credit rating downgrade, and the chairman of the Federal Reserve System took both political parties to task for an intransigence that has contributed to financial instability.
Despite entreaties from conservativeleaning economists such as Martin Feldstein (chairman of Ronald Reagan's Council of Economic Advisers) that our economic situation requires stimulus in the short term and deficit reduction over the longer term, it is too early at this writing to tell whether the lessons from the debt ceiling crisis have fallen on deaf ears. As Republicans consider the president's jobs proposal, and acknowledge the low public opinion of congressional performance more generally, there are some hints that elements of the stimulus package may be acceptable. However, when the revenue side is considered, there is still the same resistance to tax increases of any kind, even those targeted at the top 1% of earners (who have accrued much of the economic rewards over the last decade while receiving substantial reductions in federal income tax rates). Such intransigence appears unaffected by public opinion polls, which have indicated that a substantial proportion of Americans favor tax increases as part of a deficit-reduction strategy. This behavior may be tragic over the next few years since increasing tax revenue will dictate the kinds and severity of the trade-offs in social and other spending that we will have to make to get our fiscal house in order.
From my perspective, it has been disheartening that the ideas advanced by those seeking the Republican presidential nomination appear to be ''running on empty.'' All see the implementation of national health reform as unnecessary. Ron Paul says people can rely on charity care and the kindness of strangers. Mitt Romney characterizes the universal health coverage that has been successful in Massachusetts as undesirable on a national scale. And Rick Perry, the governor of Texas, apparently ignores the dismal statistics that place his state near the bottom of the list regarding summary measures of access, quality of care, and the enrollment of eligible children in Medicaid, and near the top of the list regarding the percentage of nonelderly residents who are uninsured.
As noted, entrenched resistance to changes in tax policy continues among leaders on the right, despite the fact that for years, both liberal and conservative analysts have sought to limit tax deductions to broaden the tax base and reduce marginal tax rates. It appears far easier to wear blinders, stick to unsubstantiated political invective, and reject any short-term stimulus initiative as incompatible with deficit reduction. It is also easier to fall back on arguments that any increase in taxes will substantively distort economic activity, and more generally blame Washington for our current economic mess in order to remain in the good graces of those with extreme policy views and vested economic interests.
In the 2012 election, voters will have the last word. Perhaps their low opinion of Congress and the persistence of our economic crisis will give legislators pause and rekindle a willingness to seek compromise, to do the ''right thing'' for our country, and to implement meaningful policy. Whether we will be content to maintain the status quo of our debilitating political discourse and continue to ''run on empty'' is perhaps the biggest challenge we face as we proceed through the next decade.
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